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gation, but on the 15th May went to Birmingham, where he made an 1902-1905
epoch-making speech.	-6
In this pronouncement he declared that the Empire was in
danger and would dissolve unless shored up by buttresses of material
interest. He pointed out that Canada had been penalised by Ger-
many for the preference she had voluntarily extended to this country
in 1897 : but had offered nevertheless not only to maintain, but to
enhance this preference if we would give her reciprocal advantages
in respect of her exports to this country. Such a course involved a
departure from our established fiscal system. Mr. Chamberlain
indicated in the plainest possible fashion his own view, that such a
departure ought to be made, not merely by taxing imported food but
by employing tariffs generally for purposes of negotiation with our
Protectionist neighbours or retaliation against them. He added that
he intended to make these questions the issue at the next General
Election. This speech—in all ways a first-class political bombshell
—amounted, inter alia, to a strong implied condemnation of the
repeal of the Corn Duty which Mr. Balfour was, as it happened, on
that very day engaged in defending against the remonstrances of an
indignant deputation. What, men asked themselves, had become of
the doctrine of collective Cabinet responsibility ? Debates in the
House of Commons in May and June supplied no answer to this
question. In them the Colonial Secretary, in the presence of his
Free Trade colleagues, developed his policy vigorously in both its
branches. For by now to the impending dissolution of the Empire
had been added another terror—the desperate plight of British trade.
Less than eighteen months before Chamberlain had not only declared
our commerce free from immediate peril, but had painted in lively
colours its " unparalleled " prosperity and " extremely favourable
prospects " for the future. Now, however, the structure disclosed
to his maturer eye unsuspected weaknesses, spelling collapse unless
prompt steps were taken to underpin it. Accordingly, in the debates
which succeeded his first demarche he pressed, on the imperial side,
for preferences, adding that they necessarily involved the taxation
of food: while on the domestic side, he recurred with sharper
insistence to the necessity for tariffs as instruments of retaliation.
The immediate consequence of these developments was to reveal
a triple division of view in the Unionist Party. Mr. Ritchie, Lord
George Hamilton, Lord Balfour of Burleigh, and after some vacilla-
tion, the Duke of Devonshire, emerged as out-and-out Free Traders,
opposed to all tariffs and especially to taxes on food. Chamberlain,
at the other extreme, rallied to him the increasing number of

